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Eiological Survey Tells Horn Shallow-Feeding Waterfowl 

Collect Lethal Doses of S-pent Shot 
_----_-- 

Lead poisoning, a deadly affliction besetting wild 

materf oiirl, again shol:!ed itself in the coastal region of Louisiana during the 

latter gart of the winter. E. il. Ralmbach, 9 biologist of the 3ureau of 3io- 

logical S-arvey of the ‘il. S. Department of Agriculture, recently visited the re- 

gion and studied the causes of the morta1i.Q reported among wild fonl there. 

His report siioyls that though less disastrous .than the duck sickness of Piestern 

States, which YES made heavy inroads on ducks and other waterfowl during recent 

years, lead poisoning is in some respects even more unfortunate. 

Tl;e story is a simple one, he says, yet particularly deplorable. For 

many years, lead in the form of scattered pellets of shot from hunters’ 5gnns has 

been spr,ayed about favorite shooting stands. These stands naturally are in 

attractive feeding areas, where the birds, puddlirg in the mud bottom for seeds 

and tubers of aquatic plants, come in contact aith the shot. To assist digestion 

they s>allo:l the leaden pellets along with sand and bits of gravel. The lead is 

slowly ground down by stomach action and they assimilate.,it. 

The slo:-r toxic action may net reveal itself immediately, but :??en once a 

bird takes a lethal dose of lead there is no chance that it may escape the effect: 
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rl- irie affliction usually lingers and the bird gradually becomes weaker, first 

losing the power of flight and then the ability to r:alkl. In this hel2less con- 

dition, even sLo-&d it be able to survive the ravages of the poison, the bird 

often becomes the victim of the elements or of our predatory creatures. 

With regard to the recent lead-poisoning outbreak in I'erailion ?arish, 

La., the "biological Survey report says there is little dollbt that water levels 

have a distinct significance in the prevalence of lead poisoning in this coastal 

area. Practically all ti;e &~&s succumbing there were shallow-w,ater feeders 

(pinfails and mallards) and in their feeding are able to reach the -oottom Only 

r'hen tiif? rater is of moderate depth. 

Commenting on the col;d.ition in which the lead is found in the stomach, 

the report says "the pellets of lead at times were worn down to mere disks of 

small size tkst easily might ho overlooked in a superficial examination. 3p 

syphoning mith an excess of mater in a shallow dish these small particles can be 

separated from otiler material of lowor specific gravity. This condition, in &ich 

the lead shot are almost, if not entirely, digested, has raised doubts in the 

minds of some field observers as to the cause of the mortality. If the bird 'has 

eaten only a fevr shot (3 to S), it vrould be necessaF/ that these be ground don 

zlmo s t to the vanishing point before the bird could assik.late a 1et;lal dose. 

On the ot1le.r hand, cases may arise in ~5ich as many ELS 20 or more &ot may be 

found in 2 single stoLmach. In such instances i-t often nil1 be noted that none 

of the sl?dt has been aorn donn to c mere disk. Death is caused by the 2ssimila- 

tion of the corn~aratively tAAiAA *q'n outer surface horn from all the shot. Since the 

.toxic action of lead is slon and a bird may retain its poner of flight for tV0 

or three days after having consyArned a lethal dose of shot, cases in ?+-kh en 

appl?.rently ?_aalthy bird is found carrying a considcroble n;lm.ber of shot in i:.s 

stomach are expkined." 



Contin?5ng, tke report discusses fiel& conditions: ft~o visualize the con- 

ditions u3cier r~?.ich dlxks may obtain a lethal Case of lead even though tile shot 

be widely scattered, one neec?s only to recall Iqow thoro:&ly these birds work 

food in t:ie stubble of one rice field to ho16 tlleir attention for successive 

nights ever a period of several weeks. They go over practically every square 

foot of tds area, and axy shot overlooked 'oy one bir$ is li'xely .to be T?cked 

up by another. firthemore, although a tiuck may find a single shot only once 

every tT+ird or fourth day, the process of assimilation of the lead is so slow 

t&i: in t;le course of a Veek or tjvo sufficient lead may be accumulateii t0 21"0- 

duce fatal results. 

ifAny Coubts t&t may exist concerning the prev,alence of shot in IL-anti- 

is realized t&t lead Tas fo;rcnd in the stomach of every one of 18 Sir&s on 

whic'n post-mortem exazminati ons were made. Ti-;e ;sellcts of shot varied from 1 to 

24 in num‘oer, and in each instance characteristic symptoms or post-mortex as- 

pects of lea6 poisoning were revealed." 

The mortality in Louisian this year 17~s not so great as last, according 

to Mr. Ea.lmbach, and by no means equal to that of 1921, mhen many thousa?lds of 

rraterfoc?l ciied in tnis region, Dresumably from lea5 poisoning. Deplorable as 

these recurring losses are, the most l.fortTuno.te fza.tare of the situation, it 

is pointed out, lies in the fact that there is still. deposited not only in the 

marshes end shallov venters of Louisiana, but in those of many other StsLtes as 
:7ell, lead shot t&t nil1 continue to kiil materfo31 for many years to come. 
The Siologicz 1 Survey called attention to this menace in 1919 and pointed out 
the hogclessncss of any reme5isl measures. As strzted at that time, "all that 
can be Gone is to call attention to the prevalence of ieo3. poisoning r*nd to 
describe the ccuse anti symptoms, so that persons finding birds affecter! mw 
understand." 
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